
Vandenberg
  AFB

Edwards
AFB

Kirtland
AFB

White Sands
Missile Range/
Holloman AFB

CHAPTER 8
PUBLIC COMMENTS AND RESPONSES



 ABL Final SEIS 8-1 

8.0 PUBLIC COMMENTS AND RESPONSES 
 
 
8.1 INTRODUCTION 
 
The MDA has complied with the NEPA mandate of public participation in the environmental impact 
analysis process primarily in three ways: 
 
• Public scoping meetings were held at the following locations at which the MDA presented an 

overview of the ABL program, described the Proposed Action and alternatives, and invited public 
comments: 
- Lancaster, California on 1 April 
- Lompoc, California on 3 April 
- Albuquerque, New Mexico on 15 April 
- Las Cruces, New Mexico on 17 April. 

 
• Public hearings were held at the following locations at which the MDA presented the findings of the 

Draft SEIS and invited public comments: 
- Lancaster, California on 15 October 
- Lompoc, California on 17 October 
- Albuquerque, New Mexico on 22 October 
- Las Cruces, New Mexico on 24 October. 

 
• The Draft SEIS was made available for public review and comment in September and October 2002. 
 
Public comments received both verbally at the public meetings and in writing during the review period 
have been considered and are addressed by the MDA in this section. 
 
8.2 ORGANIZATION 
 
This Public Comment and Response section is organized into several subsections, as follows: 
 
• This Introduction, which describes the process, organization, and approach taken in addressing 

public comments 
 
• A consolidated comment-response document 
 
• An index of commentors 
 
• A transcript of the public hearings 
 
• Photocopies of all written comments received. 
 
These sections are described below. 
 
Comments received that are similar in nature or address similar concerns have been consolidated to 
focus on the issues of concern, and a response is provided that addresses all of the similar comments.  
Some comments simply state a fact or opinion; for example “the Draft SEIS adequately assesses the 
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impacts on [a resource area].”  Such comments, although appreciated, do not require a specific response 
and are not called out herein.  The comments and responses are grouped by area of concern, as follows: 
 
1.0 MDA Policy 
 
2.0 Purpose and Need for Action 
 
3.0 Alternatives Including the Proposed Action 
 
4.0 Local Community 
 
5.0 Airspace 
 
6.0 Hazardous Materials and Hazardous Waste Management 
 
7.0 Health and Safety 
 
8.0 Water Resources 
 
9.0 Air Quality 
 
10.0 Noise 
 
11.0 Biological Resources 
 
12.0 Cultural Resources 
 
13.0 Socioeconomics 
 
Within each area, each consolidated comment-response is numbered sequentially.  For example, under 
7.0 Health and Safety, individual comments-responses are numbered 7.1, 7.2, etc.  At the end of each 
numbered comment-response is a set of numbers that refer to the specific comment in the documents 
received that were combined into that consolidated comment.  The numbers of the individual comments 
are indicated in parentheses (e.g., 3-2, 6-2, 14-1).  Comment 3-2, for example, refers to document 3, 
comment number 2.  A reader who wishes to read the specific comment(s) received may turn to the 
photocopies of the documents included in this section.  Below each comment number is the number of 
the consolidated comment in which the specific comment has been encompassed (e.g., 7.1).  Thus the 
reader may reference back and forth between the consolidated comments-responses and the specific 
comment documents as they were received. 
 
It should be emphasized that not only have responses to SEIS comments been addresses in this 
comment-response section, as explained, but the text of the SEIS has also been revised, as appropriate, 
to reflect the concerns expressed in the public comments. 
 
The list of commentors includes the name of the commentor, the identifying document number that has 
been assigned to it, and the page number in this section on which the photocopy of the document is 
presented. 
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1.0 MDA Policy 
 
1.1 Comment:  Opposed to the Airborne Laser (ABL) program.  (3-6, 6-1, 9-2, 13-3, 14-4, 16-4) 
 

Response:  The Secretary of Defense has directed the Missile Defense Agency (MDA) to develop 
a capability to defend the United States, deployed forces, U.S. allies, friends, and areas of vital 
interest from ballistic missile attack.  In response, MDA is developing the Ballistic Missile Defense 
System (BMDS) to provide layered defense.  The ABL is an element of the BMDS. 
 

1.2 Comment:  The ABL is a misuse of military forces as it could migrate from a defensive weapon to 
an offensive weapon.  (3-12, 13-1) 

 
Response:  The ABL system is one element of the MDA’s BMDS, which is intended to provide an 
effective defense for the United States, its deployed forces, and its friends and allies from limited 
missile attack.  The ABL is a defensive weapon system that is designed to spot, track, engage, 
and destroy missiles during the boost phase when a missile is under power and is being thrust 
skyward by its rocket engines.  Using a weapons-class laser, the missile would be destroyed 
during the initial boost phase, shortly after being launched.  The ABL is not designed as an 
offensive weapon. 

 
1.3 Comment:  The development and implementation of the ABL and other missile defense systems 

and accompanying technologies is in conflict with federal environmental policy.  (6-5) 
 
Response:  The SEIS analyzes the potential effects of implementing the Proposed Action and 
alternatives in relation to the human environment in accordance with the National Environmental 
Policy Act (40 CFR Part 1508.14).  The phrase “human environment” includes the natural and 
physical environment and the relationship of people with that environment. 
 

1.4 Comment:  More public hearings should be conducted with advanced notices distributed in the 
major and minor media.  (9-1, 10-1, 15-1) 
 
Response:  A public scoping meeting and a public hearing was conducted near each of the four 
installations at which ABL test activities could occur.  Public notice of these meetings was 
published as paid advertisements in local newspapers.  The paid advertisement offers better 
notification because the notice is within the body of the newspaper rather than in the public notice 
section at the back of the newspaper.  In addition to the newspaper notifications, installation 
public affairs released press releases to the media notifying them of the upcoming meetings.  
Based on the effort to notify the public, no further public hearings are scheduled. 
 

2.0 Purpose and Need for Action 
 
No comments were received for this area of concern. 
 



8-4 ABL Final SEIS  

3.0 Alternatives Including the Proposed Action 
 
3.1 Comment:  Section 2.2.1 should state that ground testing from Holloman Air Force Base (AFB) 

would occur across the National Monument and would require closure and evacuation of the 
public.  (12-1) 

 
Response:  Text has been added to Section 2.1.1 to indicate that ground testing from Holloman 
AFB across the White Sands National Monument would require closure and evacuation of the 
public. 

 
4.0 Local Community 
 

No comments were received for this area of concern. 
 
5.0 Airspace 
 

No comments were received for this area of concern. 
 
6.0 Hazardous Materials and Hazardous Waste Management 
 
6.1 Comment:  Unexploded ordnance is a concern in other countries and this program could result in 

unexploded ordnance in other countries.  (3-7) 
 
Response:  During the ABL test program no explosive warheads would be installed on the target 
missiles; therefore, no unexploded ordnance would result from test activities.  Impacts of 
unexploded ordnance in other countries as a result of deploying the ABL aircraft during war times 
is beyond the scope of the SEIS. 

 
6.2 Comment:  What hazardous waste would be produced and how would it be disposed of.  (3-15) 

 
Response:  The estimated quantities of wastes generated during ABL test activities is presented 
in Table 2.2-4 of the SEIS.  Each installation where test activities would occur has policies and 
procedures in place to dispose of hazardous waste and spill prevention control and 
countermeasure plans in the event a release did occur.  The policies and procedures for 
managing hazardous waste at each installation are presented in Sections 3.1.3, 3.2.3, 3.3.3, and 
3.4.3. 

 
6.3 Comment:  Even a small amount of hazardous material when factored into the total toxicity levels 

in our environment, local, statewide, and national is unacceptable.  (7-1) 
 
Response:  ABL test activities would be conducted in accordance with a hazardous materials 
management program and pollution prevention program to ensure environmental compliance, 
and to minimize the use of hazardous materials.  Each installation where test activities would 
occur currently has policies and procedures in place to manage hazardous materials and spill 
prevention, control, and countermeasures in place in the event of a release.  Table 2.2.2 of the 
SEIS provides the estimated quantities of chemical storage at Edwards AFB during the ABL test 
program.  Because Edwards AFB has been designated as the Home Base, this is the only 
installation that will store bulk quantities of ABL laser chemicals.  Spill prevention, control, and 
countermeasure procedures, methods, and equipment have been developed and implemented 
for the ABL system in coordination and compliance with Edwards AFB hazardous materials/waste 
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storage and transfer areas.  The other test installations would not store ABL laser fuels, only 
existing stores of hazardous materials would be used to support ABL test activities (e.g., fuel to 
power generators, solvents, household cleaners).  The hazardous materials policies and 
procedures for each installation are presented in Sections 3.1.3, 3.2.3, 3.3.3, and 3.4.3. 
 

6.4 Comment:  The Air Force should address the potential applicability of Toxic Reporting Inventory 
(TRI) requirements under the Emergency Planning and Community-Right-to-Know Act (EPCRA), 
the Pollution Prevention Act, and Executive Order 13148 at facilities in the United States where 
ABL chemicals are proposed for storage such as at Edwards AFB.  (11-1, 11-3) 
 
Response:  Table 1.5.1, Environmental permits and Licenses, has been revised to include 
EPCRA, the Pollution Prevention Act, and Executive Order 13148. 
 

6.5 Comment:  The FEIS and amended record of decision should identify whether there are known 
readily available, less harmful substitutes for identified applications and purposes (i.e., less toxic 
substances to carry out ABL testing activities).  (11-2) 
 
Response:  ABL test activities would be conducted in accordance with a hazardous materials 
management program and pollution prevention program to ensure environmental compliance, 
and to minimize the use of hazardous materials.  The chemicals identified for use in the ABL 
systems are specifically designed for the effective operation of the chemical oxygen iodine laser 
(COIL).  No other chemicals have been identified that could be used in place of those designed 
for the ABL system. 

 
7.0 Health and Safety 
 
7.1 Comment:  What is the potential for harm to the public if there is an accident of the ABL aircraft? 

(3-1, 3-2, 3-5) 
 
Response:  The potential for an accident of the ABL aircraft is presented in Appendix C of the 
1997 FEIS for the ABL program.  According to the analysis, the probability of an accident that 
severely damages the hull of the aircraft, creating the possibility of a rupture of the laser fuel 
tanks, is less than one in a million.  Historically, 80 percent of the catastrophic accidents of the 
Boeing 747-400 have occurred during the takeoff, initial climb, initial approach, final approach, 
and landing phases of the aircraft.  These phases constitute 10 percent of the flight time of an 
average mission (approximately 18 minutes of a 3-hour flight).  The analysis focused on the 
takeoff and initial climb out of the ABL aircraft because the aircraft would be returning to the 
Home Base (Edwards AFB) with smaller amounts of laser fuel and jet fuel due to completion of 
test activities.  If a catastrophic accident occurs during the high-speed portion of a takeoff, before 
the aircraft left the ground, or during the initial climb out of the aircraft, the laser fuel tanks may 
rupture and contribute to a fire or explosion.  In both scenarios, the greatest concern for the public 
would be the possible uncontrolled release or formation of toxic chemicals as a result of the crash 
and fire.  Studies of aircraft crash scenarios have shown that approximately two thirds of the 
aircraft fuel would be consumed in the initial fireball, the remaining fuel would pool in the crater 
caused by the aircraft impact and then burn.  Since hydrogen peroxide and ammonia are 
oxidizers (chemicals that promote combustion) and chlorine, helium, and nitrogen are gases, the 
chemicals stored as laser fuel are expected to be consumed in the initial fireball.  The initial 
fireball would last approximately 5 minutes, where as the remaining one third of the aircraft fuel 
could burn for several hours.  If the accident occurred during the initial, low speed portion of the 
takeoff, resulting in the aircraft fuselage contacting the runway but not rupturing, any releases 
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involving the laser fuel would be confined behind a pressure bulkhead.  The crew of the aircraft 
could safely evacuate the aircraft and any releases of laser fuel chemicals could be vented in a 
controlled manner, preventing the formation of toxic concentrations, or pumped into containers for 
disposal (U.S. Air Force, 1997a).  The probability of the low speed accident is less than one in a 
million.  This type of accident would occur within the installation boundaries and contained by 
base personnel.  The public would not be involved and only minor on-site contamination would be 
anticipated. 

 
7.2 Comment:  The ABL technology is dangerous because it can be directed upward or downward.  

(3-3) 
 
Response:  During ABL flight testing activities, the geometry of the tests would preclude operation 
of the laser, except at a horizontal or upward angle.  The ABL aircraft would fly at an altitude 
above 35,000 feet.  The laser systems would be directed above horizontal and track targets in an 
upward direction to eliminate potential ground impact.  Based upon this scenario, it has been 
calculated that if a laser beam misses the target, the beam trajectory would be such that the 
beam would depart the controlled airspace above the pre-approved altitude as coordinated with 
the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA).  The ABL system would not be directed downward 
during test activities. 

 
7.3 Comment:  Testing the ABL near civilian populations is not appropriate.  (3-8) 

 
Response:  Ground-testing activities are designed to be conducted within the installation 
boundaries and would be conducted in areas with no civilian populations.  Flight-testing activities 
are designed to take place over established military ranges and within established restricted 
military operations areas.  These specific areas are used to reduce the possibility of civilians 
being impacted during testing.  In cases where civilian populations could be impacted by testing 
activities, previously established policies and procedures are in place to ensure test areas are 
cleared of civilians before testing is conducted (e.g., road closures, notice to airmen, notice to 
mariners).  A discussion of safety procedures employed by the installations during proposed ABL 
test activities is presented in Sections 3.1.4, 3.2.4, 3.3.4, and 3.4.4. 

 
7.4 Comment:  Testing the ABL at Kirtland AFB will make Albuquerque a first strike target.  (3-11, 

3-14) 
 
Response:  No evidence of heightened attack from testing the ABL at an existing military 
installation has been identified. 

 
7.5 Comment:  The airborne laser system is part of a group of weapons systems that require the use 

of controversial communications technologies to track targeted moving objects.  These 
transmissions have proven adverse physiological affects.  The environmental impact report must 
show the local incidences of these physiological affects compared to incidence in areas not 
exposed to the acoustic bombardment.  (6-2) 
 
Response:  The ABL aircraft uses standard communications equipment to maintain contact with 
ground locations.  The potential effects of the use of ground-based radar systems throughout the 
world to aid in identifying missile launches when the ABL aircraft is commissioned to active 
service is beyond the scope of analysis of this SEIS.  This SEIS addresses the test phase of the 
ABL aircraft only. 
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7.6 Comment:  Section 3.3.4.2 discussion regarding debris recovery operations and restoration 
should indicate that activities would be conducted under terms of a special use permit issued by 
the National Park Service at White Sands National Monument. 
 
Response:  Text has been added to Section 3.3.4.2 to indicate that any debris recovery and 
restoration activities within the White Sands National Monument would be conducted under terms 
of a special use permit issued by the National Park Service at White Sands National Monument. 
 

7.7 Comment:  It is possible for safety measures to fail during test activities.  This poses a high risk 
for safety and health of the area.  (14-1, 14-2, 16-1, 16-2) 
 
Response:  Sections 3.1.4, 3.2.4, 3.3.4, and 3.4.4 describe the mechanisms that would be in 
place to ensure a safe environment to conduct ABL test activities.  These mechanisms include 
interlocks to ensure the laser beam is only directed at the target; the interlock system would shut 
off the laser if it deviates from the intended path to the target. 

 
8.0 Water Resources 
 
8.1 Comment:  The influx of 50 people (50 families) to the Albuquerque area could have an adverse 

effect on the regions aquifer.  (3-4, 3-9) 
 

Response:  The estimated 50 temporary personnel that would be present during the ABL test 
period at Kirtland AFB are not anticipated to have an adverse effect to the regions water supply.  
The 50 personnel would be in the region on a temporary basis (approximately 2 weeks) and 
would not be new permanent residents in the region.  Based on an average per capita 
consumption of 110 gallons per day, an estimated 77,000 gallons of water would be consumed by 
the 50 test personnel during the 2-week test period.  This is a small fraction of the 448,607 
population of Albuquerque, which would equate to approximately 690,844,000 gallons of water 
consumed in a two-week period. 

 
8.2 Comment:  Permittees should amend the existing Storm Water Pollution Prevention Plans to 

incorporate any additional activities and pollutant controls dictated by the Proposed Action.  (5-1) 
 
Response:  As appropriate, the installations would amend their existing storm water pollution 
prevention plans to accommodate the proposed ABL test activities. 

 
9.0 Air Quality 
 

No comments were received for this area of concern. 
 
10.0 Noise 
 

No comments were received for this area of concern. 
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11.0 Biological Resources 
 
11.1 Comment:  The Wright’s fishhook cactus (Mammillaria wrightii) does not occur on Kirtland AFB 

nor is it listed as federally endangered.  Check the species list provided in Appendix E.  (12-4, 
12-5) 
 
Response:  The species discussed in the SEIS are those known or suspected to occur at Kirtland 
AFB and White Sands Missile Range, the lists provided by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 
(USFWS) is for species occurring within the respective counties that the installations are within.  
The text and tables in the SEIS have been revised as appropriate based on the USFWS list and 
installation specific species lists provided by the installations. 
 

11.2 Comment:  The discussion regarding potential effects of ground-testing activities on biological 
resources is vague.  It is unclear what types of injury, what types of laser energy produce the 
injuries, and under what conditions impacts to wildlife may occur.  (12-6) 
 
Response:  Text has been added to clarify that precautions would be in place to prevent the laser 
energy from straying from the intended target to further protect biological resources from being 
affected during test activities. 

 
11.3 Comment:  The statement regarding ground- testing activities being conducted, to the extent 

possible, outside of the migratory waterfowl season to minimize impacts should not be limited to 
waterfowl.  (12-7) 

 
Response:  Text has been revised to not limit migratory bird species to only waterfowl. 

 
12.0 Cultural Resources 
 

No comments were received for this area of concern. 
 
13.0 Socioeconomics 
 
13.1 Comment:  The influx of 50 people would cause an economic impact.  (3-9) 

 
Response:  The potential impact to socioeconomics as a result of the ABL test program are 
presented in Sections 3.1.9, 3.2.9, 3.3.9, and 3.4.9.  The estimated 50 temporary personnel that 
would be present during the ABL test period would have a small, positive, yet largely 
unnoticeable effect on socioeconomics in the local communities near the installations. 
 

13.2 Comment:  The ABL program could have a national and international effect to socioeconomics. 
(3-13) 
 
Response:  The areas evaluated for potential socioeconomic impacts as a result of ABL test 
activities are those communities in the immediate vicinity of the test installations that would most 
likely host the personnel associated with ABL test activities.  These areas include the local 
communities surrounding Edwards AFB, Kirtland AFB, White Sands Missile Range/Holloman 
AFB, and Vandenberg AFB.  The estimated 50 temporary personnel that would be present during 
the test period would have a small, positive, yet largely unnoticeable effect on the 
socioeconomics in the local communities.  Because ABL test activities are only proposed at 
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installations in California and New Mexico, national or international socioeconomic effects are not 
anticipated. 
 

13.3 Comment:  The effects of the development of the ABL system on economic and social 
environments would be detrimental.  The ABL system poses a serious mental health threat and 
jeopardizes our children’s future economic stability.  The environmental impact report must 
include a study of the psychic effects on children of financial instability and the anticipation of 
violence.  (6-3) (6-4) 
 
Response:  The analysis of psychic effects of financial instability and the anticipation of violence 
is beyond the scope of the SEIS.  No known financial instability or violence is anticipated from 
conducting tests of the ABL system. 
 

13.4 Comment:  Section 3.3.9.1 does not mention that White Sands National Monument has an annual 
public use of over 500,000 visitors and is the most visited National Park Service site in New 
Mexico.  Also, the impacts analysis in Section 3.3.9.2 should state that ground-based laser 
testing from Holloman AFB would significantly increase closures of public use of the National 
Monument, resulting in inconvenience to the public.  (12-3) 
 
Response:  Text has been added to Section 3.3.9 regarding annual visitation to White Sands 
National Monument and the short-term increase of closures from public use of the National 
Monument, resulting in inconvenience to the public. 
 

13.5 Comment:  There will be an impact to California commercial and recreational fishing, especially 
below the Western Range.  Ocean vessels must be notified in advance of potential hazards.  
Flight tests may require the closure of one or more of the state or national parks, thus disrupting 
activities in the area and calling to question environmental impacts of these areas.  (13-2, 14-3, 
16-3) 
 
Response:  Section 3.4.9 addresses the potential effects to commercial and recreational fishing 
off the California coast.  Section 3.4.4 discusses the existing procedures for the notice to airmen, 
notice to mariners, clearance of state and county beaches, as well as protection of workers on 
off-shore oil rigs associated with ABL test activities at Vandenberg AFB and over the Western 
Range. 
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